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President Bill Clinton's administration appears to have resumed efforts to form closer relations with
Cuba on drug interdiction after backing away from the idea in June under an onslaught of antiCastro attacks against any kind of cooperation with the island.
During the past few years, the US accepted Cuban assistance on an informal, episodic basis. But
with the rapid increase in drugs flowing through Caribbean routes near Cuba, the administration
has tried to raise the level of cooperation without attracting too much attention from the right-wing
exile community and its congressional allies.
In June of this year, the administration held bilateral talks in Havana, proposing stationing a
Coast Guard officer in Havana and improving communications between Havana and Washington.
However, drug czar Barry McCaffrey said the administration would not accept President Fidel
Castro's offer of a formal anti-drug agreement.
Clinton then ordered a review of anti-Castro allegations that Cuba was involved in drug trafficking
(see NotiCen, 1999-08-05), despite repeated statements by members of the administration
confirming no evidence of Cuban government involvement in the drug trade (see NotiCen,
1999-06-03).
A report on the review is expected in October. Since the June talks in Havana, and despite the
furious criticism of them, the two countries have not only stepped up their longstanding informal
cooperation on interdiction but have opened talks that could lead to a formal agreement. In
August, White House spokesman James Foley announced the administration was willing to explore
cooperation.
And, in mid-August, Senate Minority Leader Tom Daschle (D-SD) and Sen. Byron Dorgan (D-ND)
who are part of a congressional group supporting an agreement discussed the issue with Castro and
Justice Minister Roberto Diaz Sotolongo, who is head of the Comision Nacional Antidrogas.
Finally, in late August, formal talks began through the US Interests Section in Havana, according to
Thomas Pickering, undersecretary of state for political affairs. Pickering said the US would welcome
help from any country in the drug war.
During his August tour of South America, McCaffrey praised the Cuban efforts and said the US
had offered cooperation. Cuban anti-drug intelligence surprises US officials In recent years, US
officials have concluded that the Cuban intelligence service has been seriously weakened since the
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disappearance of Soviet aid and that the Cuban coast guard did not have the capacity to chase drug
runners.
State Department sources are now saying, however, that Cuba is using its intelligence system and
coast guard so effectively in drug interdiction that it has nearly shut down traffic through the Cuban
transit routes. "Then came the biggest surprise," said a State Department official.
Having clamped down on the Cuban routes, Cuban intelligence was able to inform US authorities
about drug runners using other Caribbean routes and where in Florida they would land their
shipments. A State Department source told Notimex news service that the US Coast Guard and the
Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) were surprised by the Cuban assault on smugglers and
were especially impressed with Cuban intelligence work.
The same source said the success of the Cuban crackdown is known at all levels of the US
government but the embargo laws make any effective assistance to Cuba impossible. The
administration is cautious about calling the arrangement it wants with Cuba an "alliance."
In the Aug. 30 daily White House press briefing, reporters asked spokesman Foley if he considered
Cuba an ally in the war on drugs. "I would never use the word 'ally' and the United States and Cuba
in the same sentence," Foley replied. "If it's in our national interest, because we suffer greatly from
the scourge of narcotics consumption in this country, if it serves our interest to fight that scourge,
to work on a practical or pragmatic basis with other countries in the world, we will do so, because
that's in the interest of the American people."

Officials see opening for cooperation by certifying Cuba
To help matters along toward fuller cooperation, some administration officials want to include
Cuba on the list of major drug-transit countries. Each year, the US administration must recommend
whether to certify the countries on that list as cooperating in the fight against drug trafficking. The
anti-Castro delegation in Congress, including Reps. Ileana Ros-Lehtinen (R-FL), Benjamin Gilman
(R-NY), and Dan Burton (R-IN), have pressed for inclusion of Cuba on the list and have cited, as
evidence that large quantities of cocaine pass through Cuba, the drug shipment confiscated by Cuba
in December 1998.
Though Cuban authorities said the cocaine was bound for Spain, the DEA said it might have been
on its way to the US. If the DEA assessment proves out, Cuba could well go on the list and come
under the annual certification process. However, the plan could backfire and help administration
efforts to skirt the embargo and counter right-wing objections to any cooperation with Cuba.
If the State Department decertified Cuba, it would have no economic sanctions to apply to the
already embargoed Cuban economy. And if certified, Cuba would become eligible for anti-narcotics
assistance as a country cooperating with the US war on drugs.
The Cuban exile leaders in Congress are still unwavering in their opposition to the movement
toward cooperation. When the administration sent representatives to Havana in June for exploratory
talks, Rep. Lincoln Diaz-Balart (R-FL) said, "I would like to know if they are also sending people to
the Cali and Medellin cartels, since, if they are sending assistance to Castro, who everyone knows is
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a drug trafficker, they might as well do it for them too." (Sources: Agence France-Presse, 08/19/99;
Associated Press, 08/27/99; White House press briefing, 08/30/99; Notimex, 08/14/99, 08/18/99,
08/22/99, 09/01/99, 09/05/99)
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